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1

1Modernism is in decline, we ’ ve been told, even by su c h

modernists as T. W. Ad or no.4 In part this is a ma tter of wha t

Pe ter Bürger calls “modernist con for m i s m , ”5 in part it is a ma t-

ter of the institut i ona l i z a t i on of mo d e r n i s m .6 It may even be

C H A P T E R  1

REASONS FOR 
ANXIETY AND AMBIVALENCE
Tradition, Sexuality, the Crowd (The Exemplary Case of Manet)

However much we as adults may be able to talk about situations which provoke

anxiety, we almost never grasp the character of such situations – certainly the

child never grasps them. Hence all additions to the self-dynamism are either

imperfect observations of the circumstances that have caused anxiety, and

of the successful interventions of the self-system to minimize or avoid repetition

of these circumstances; or certain definite inventions by which more

complex operations are built out of simpler ones, new things are made by

recombining the old. . . . Furthermore, the culture itself is based on no single

great general principle that can be grasped even by a genius, but is based instead

on many contradictory principles. And it is in education for life in the culture

that we have all experienced a great deal of our anxiety.

H a r ry Stack  Su l l i va n, The Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry1

The hitherto predominantly friendly outside world, which bestowed every

satisfaction, transformed itself into a mass of threatening perils. There had been

good reason for realistic anxiety about everything new.

Sig mund Fr eud,  “Overview of the Transference Neuroses”2

It wo uld seem that in ta k ing approp r ia te action re sult ing in reduc t ion of anxie ty, the

ego also heig h tens the level of safe ty fe e l ing . . . . In ad di t ion to di rec tly defe n s i ve

a c t i v i ty aim ed at the reduc t ion of anxie ty, the ego will attempt to counte r b a l a n ce

the anxie ty, so to spea k, by heig h te ning the safe ty level by wha tever tec h niques it

has at its disposal. Pe r haps the most con ve nient way of heig h te ning safe ty fe e l ing is

t h rough the modi fi ca t ion and con trol of perce p t ion . . . .

Jo s eph  Sa n dl e r , From Safety to Superego3



d e ad, as some postmodernists su g g e s t .7 None t heless, the con-

tradictions of modernism still inform art, and modernity is far

from over, psychologically speaking. 

“ Ma s te ry is the gro und and hor i z on of the modern ep i s-

teme,” ac c ording to Barna by Barratt .8 It is the pre ro ga t i ve of “a

subject that is un i fied, autonomo us, rational, self-certain.” Su b-

jects still cont i nue to pursue ma s te ry, un i ty, autonomy, rationa l i ty,

s e l f - c e rt a i nty – modernist ideals. To be a modern su b j e c t – s e l f -

possessed, ma s ter of all it su rve ys – is to be a he ro, as Cha r l e s

B au d e l a i re tho u gh t .9 He sought to be one in vain, like most peo-

ple, altho u gh he was one in fant a s y, like all people. 

T he subject becomes mo d e r n – ma s te r f u l – t h ro u gh the

“ ac q u i s i t i on of knowl e d g e . ”1 0 It imposes “ma s te ry over its

‘ objects’” by “acts of establ i sh ment ” – “ naming and pre d i c a-

t i on ” – t ha t c re a te a “trad i t i on” of “me an i n g - pr actices.” “The

modern era” involves the “dom i na t i on, conquest, and posses-

s i on” of “a world of things or ‘objects’” that seem “passive l y

waiting to be ma s te red by me ans of repre s ent a t i onal discourse.”

Repre s ent a t i onal ma s te ry re sults in the “con s p i c u o us te c h no-

logical successes” of We s tern ind us t r i a l i z a t i on. It is they tha t

u l t i ma tely legitima te the modern ep i s teme, giving it bro ad

aut hor i ty and cre d i bi l i ty. It even finds its way into art, as Mane t ’s

paintings – officially the first modernist ones11 – show. (At least

at first glance.) 

But, as Freud pointed out, the more we know the more an x-

i o us we become. An x i e ty is insep a r a ble from “eve rything ne w, ”

and the modern is nothing if not ne w. It brings not only ne w

te c h nolo gy but “new emo t i ons,” as Bau d e l a i re said, and with

t hem a new kind of beauty – “ modern beauty. ”1 2 To be mo d e r n

in fact me ans to dispense ent i rely with the old and to be alto-

g e t her ne w – to dispense ent i rely with trad i t i on and em br ac e

modern life comp l e te l y, as Bau d e l a i re re c om mended. But even he

could not hide his despair at the loss, as his praise of Eu g è ne

D e l ac roix suggests. “The ma j or i ty of the public placed” Delac ro i x

“at the he ad of the m o d e r n s c ho ol , ”1 3 but Bau d e l a i re celebr a ted his

a bi l i ty to “tran s l a te” Dante and Sha ke s p e a re – “ two other gre a t
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p a i nters of hu man an g u i sh ” – “ f re e l y. ”1 4 T hat Bau d e l a i re ad m i re d

t r ad i t i onal painters of hu man an g u i sh, and even com mend e d

D e l ac roix for “alone . . . in our unbelieving age” conceiving re l i-

g i o us paint i n g s – t he ma i n s t ay of trad i t i onal painting, and often

f u ll of an g u i sh – “ which we re ne i t her emp ty and col d . . . nor

p e d ant i c , ”1 5 suggests that an x i e ty was ne ver far from him, how-

e ver su bl i ma ted into art. 

T hus, howe ver outwa rdly ma s terful, the modern subject is

i nwa rdly thre a tened by an x i e ty, some t i mes to the extent of being

ove rwhe l med by it. The more the modern subject learns about

t he world of things, and the more it realizes how sma ll a thing it

is in that world, the more it realizes how little ma s te ry it re a ll y

has, for all its knowledge. Especially ma s te ry of itself: it name s ,

k nows, cont rol s – repre s ents, rationalizes, con q u e r s – i t s e l f,

b e c oming a me aningful pr ac t i c e – a su b s t antial self – but it con-

t i nues to feel end an g e red. For it discovers that it is not the cente r

of the cosmos, nor Go d - g i ven, nor even in cont rol of its ow n

m i nd, as Freud no ted in his ac c o unt of the na rcissistic injuries

t hat Cop e r n i c us, Da rwin, and he himself inflicted on hu man i ty

by re vealing its re a l – r a t her than fant a s i e d – p l ace in the scheme

of things.1 6 For Freud modern ad vances in knowledge inc re a s e

na rcissistic su f fering rather than diminish it. They show that the

t ruth is ha r sher than exp e c ted, and that the re is nothing that can

c on s ole hu man i ty for the trad i t i onal illus i ons it destroys, no t h-

ing that can comp en s a te for their loss. 

T hus an insidious, irrational, inexp un g e a ble an x i e ty cor-

rupts modern ma s te ry. It poisons and su bve rts the modern ep i s-

teme. An x i e ty is ha rdly ne w, but it seems more intense and

p e rva s i ve in the modern era. Li ke Death and the Devil in

A l brecht Düre r ’s famo us pr i nt, it is an unwanted but ine s c a p a bl e

c omp an i on, for whom the re seems no reme d y – no God who

can liberate people from it by taking it upon himself. One rea-

s on has alre ady been stated: the re is more knowledge of the

world than the re has ever been, and with that knowledge come s

t he awa reness that the world is un s a fe and un s a t i s fy i n g – no t

made for one ’s personal benefit. Indeed, the subject comes to
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realize that the world is objectively indifferent to its existence,

which all but ove rwhelms it with an n i h i l a t i ve an x i e ty – d r i ves it

mad. The Faus t i an modern subject also goes mad because its

ambition knows no limits: it wants to be intellectually omnis-

cient and technologically omnipotent. By its very nature it can

ne ver be satisfied with its existing ma s te ry and knowledge. It

wants, un re a l i s t i c a ll y, to be as knowing and ma s terful as Go d .

Unable to be God, it becomes violently anxious and manically

restless. Fi na ll y, the modern subject exp e r i ences an x i e ty

b e c ause its efforts at ma s te ry produce he roic te c h nolo g i e s .

These new marvels, while designed to make life more bearable

and easy and thus to reduce an x i e ty, iron i c a lly induce it becaus e

of their ne w ness. Eve ry new ma s te ry of the world aro uses an x i-

e ty until it can be emo t i ona lly ma s te red. The change it repre-

s ents must be absorbed and digested: it is the an x i e ty of the ne w

that prevades modernism, and until the new is humanized it is

like to arouse anxiety, however unconsciously. 

T hus modernism is trapped in a vicious circle. An x i e ty gets

t he modern subject coming and going: an x i o us for ma s te ry,

ma s te ry ma kes it more an x i o us than it was before. The first an x-

i e ty stops with ma s te ry, but the second ne ver seems to stop. For

t he process of coming to terms with the new ma s te ry take s

longer and is more difficult than the process of ove rt h row i n g

t he old ma s te ry. To be modern, as Ge org Bus s mann write s ,

me ans “to demol i sh ‘worn out’ for m s , ”1 7 but the forms tha t

replace them are threatening simply because of their unfamil-

i a r i ty. To ha bi tu a te to the new takes time, during which the ol d

lingers in memory, taunting one with its loss.  

T hesis: modernist art is a dialectic of ma s te ry and an x i e ty.

It tries to demon s t r a te ma s te ry, but in doing so it re veals sma ll ,

telltale – later conspicuous – signs of anxiety. It is completely

c om m i tted to the modern ep i s teme, but it can not he lp show-

ing the an x i e ty that su bve rts it. It undoes its own ma s te ry in the

process of demonstrating it. Its motto is “make it new” – Ezra

Po und ’s ad v i c e – but the old ke eps getting in its way, to the

extent that its ne w ness some t i mes seem to be nothing more
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t han a way of working thro u gh the old. This is quite clear in

Manet’s major paintings, as I hope to show. They try to domi-

na te their trad i t i onal hu manistic subject ma tte r, but it ma ke s

Manet doubt himself. Mane t ’s famo us irony – he inau g u r a tes its

use as a modernist psychostrategy – is the perverse form of his

self-doubt. 

Modernist art is highly con fl i c ted, and it ne ver quite

re s olves the conflict, howe ver many models of inte g r a t i on it

appears to of fe r. It conve ys a compromised sense of self. On the

su r f ace this self seems ultra-mo d e r n – s e c u rely un i fied, auto -

nomo us, rational, self-certain, to re c a ll Barratt ’s cha r ac te r i z a t i on

of its ma s te ry – but on the inside its an x i e ty undoes its self-ma s-

te ry. For all its apparent self-dete r m i na t i on, the modern su b j e c t

is less the ma s ter of its destiny than it seems to be, because it is

a l ways in fear of being en g u l fed by the modern wor l d – d i s a p-

pearing witho ut a trace in the rush of events and changes tha t

form the modern re volut i on. It is ne ver more than an un s t a bl e

c ompromise betwe en self-cert a i nty and self-doubt, a balanc i n g

act betwe en grandiose assert i ons of autonomy and re a l i s t i c a ll y

fearful dep end ence on the modern env i ron ment. It becomes a

self by way of its defi ance of the modern world that ma kes it fe e l

l i ke nothing. It is always strange to itself, because it is for me d

a ro und a feeling of the fore i g n ness of the modern world. Li ke a

pearl, the re is a stu bb orn grain of alien ness at its cente r. In a

s ense, it is ro tten – p e rp e tu a lly irritate d – at the core. All its

ma s te ry is an attempt to assuage its su f fering, so that it can fe e l

s e c u re despite the con s t ant an x i e ty that thre a tens to undo it. But

it can be self-ob s e rvant and learn to exp loit its doubl eness, its

o s c i ll a t i on betwe en su r f ace ma s te ry and deep an x i e ty. It can

learn to re verse perspective, to use Wi l f red Bi on ’s conc ept of

re ve r s i ble perspective .1 8 This is the true avant - ga rde ac h i e ve-

ment – t he ac h i e vement of the dand y – of Manet at his best. 

T he modern subject can view its an x i e ty from the perspec-

t i ve of its ma s te ry, and its ma s te ry from the perspective of its an x-

i e ty, thus bridging the split betwe en them witho ut comprom i s i n g

e i t he r. The re sult is a kind of uneasy coex i s tence, a re lu c t ant
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t ruce: the ma s terful subject ack nowledges its unavo i d a ble an x i-

e ty, the an x i o us subject allows itself the possibi l i ty of re a l i s t i c

ma s te ry. This is not inte g r a t i on, but it is the next best thing: ae s-

t hetic ten s i on. It affords a minima lly secure sense of self, for it

c o g n i t i vely re c onciles what remains emo t i ona lly irre c onc i l a ble. 

It is hard to sustain the reconcilation, for it is a numinous

proposal rather than an act of establishment, to recall Barratt’s

term, which is why authentic avant-garde art – dandy art, as it

we re – is always rare. A re versed perspective is un s t a ble; it

ke eps wanting to right itself. The re has to be a right perspec-

t i ve, com mon sense declares. One can think the unt h i n k a bl e ,

link the unlinkable, normalize the abnormal only for a fleeting

i ma g i na t i ve instant. Then eve ryd ay righ tness re a s s e rts itself,

declaring re ve r s i ble perspective an anoma l y. Re ve r s i ble per-

s p e c t i ve can ne ver be a secure fo und a t i on for art, for it is inhe r-

ently catastrophic and absu rd. Thus re ve r s i ble perspective

d e te r i or a tes into “dynamic equilibr ium,” to use the term tha t

aut hentic avant - ga rde artists us e d – a rtists who, howe ver br i efl y,

realized the avant - ga rde idea of art, which is inhe rently tran-

s i ent and un s t a bl e – to misund e r s t and what they we re doing

and why they were doing it.   

C an one say that it is the an x i o us subject, rather than its

ma s terful counte rp a rt, that is the truly modern subject? It was the

“ t r ad i t i onal, ac ad emic, and classical . . . a rt of the past” that avant -

ga rde art attemp ted to “liquidate,” to use Rena to Po g g i ol i ’s word ,1 9

t hat posited a un i fied, autonomo us, rational, self-certain su b j e c t ,

not avant - ga rde art. The self it suggests seems like nothing so

much as the dregs of trad i t i onal ma s te ry. Modern ma s te ry is frag-

ment a ry because modern an x i e ty is all but ove rwhelming. Fortu-

na te l y, avant - ga rde art ne ver does comp l e tely liquidate trad i t i ona l

a rt, for witho ut its ghostly fragments the avant - ga rde artist wo u l d

not even have a fragment a ry sense of self.  

John Gedo writes that “the history of we s tern paint i n g

since 1400 is a steady progression in the degree of subjectivity

p e r m i tted the art i s t . ”2 0 T he climax of this inc rease in su b j e c t i v-

i ty – c e rtainly its most visible con s e q u enc e – is “the dissolu-
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t i on of ob j e c t - repre s ent a t i on in modern art” described by

M i c hael Balint .2 1 He argues that the repre s ent a t i on of the ob j e c t

b e c omes an occasion for a display of the art i s t ’s su b j e c t i v i ty. For

him the purpose of modern art is not to repre s ent the ob j e c t

but the subject, however difficult it may be to do so. Thus the

object is “important only in so far as it has stimulated moods,

feelings, emo t i ons, tho u ghts, images, phantasies, ideas in the

a rtist.” But Balint misses the point that the object evokes this

g reat va r i e ty of su b j e c t i ve re s p on s e s – more part i c u l a r l y, “high l y

[unstable] narcissistic states” – because it is more disturbing in

modernity than it was in the past. This is partly because there

a re fe wer cultu r a lly given ways to contain the an x i e ty the ob j e c t

i nva r i a bly aro uses than the re once we re. The re are fe wer myt h s

to su p p ort and re a s su re the subject in its struggle with the

object. We have become too en l i gh tene d – d i s i llus i one d – to

b e l i e ve in them. Thus the more ana l ytic, knowl e d g e a ble, and

realistic we are about the world, the more an x i e ty its ob j e c t s

arouse. (Myths are systematically sustained narratives that give

c ohe rence to the world they deal with, thus func t i oning as

emo t i onal safe ty nets, howe ver cognitively and descriptive l y

inadequate we know them to be. But they do all acknowledge

the world’s contradictoriness.) 

No doubt this is the op p o s i te of what one expects to

o c c u r, but it does occur because ana l ytic knowledge eventu a ll y

d e s t roys its object, disintegrating it into a comp o s i te of fac t s

and ideas that are ac c orded more general cre d i bi l i ty than the

object itself. Wi ll i am Word swort h ’s “we mu rder to dissect” is

t he parad ox of modern knowledge. It is also the parad ox of

modern art, as Balint ind i c a tes, prob a bly because art is the fron-

tier of the ind i v i d u a l ’s ad a p t i ve re s p onse to the env i ron ment

and in fact ep i tomizes cre a t i ve ad a p t a t i on. Thus modern art

indicates that the modern individual must invent his own sub-

j e c t i ve way of dealing with an x i e ty because the re are no cultu r-

a lly re l i a ble, let alone un i ve r s a lly cre d i ble, ways of doing so. We

are all on our own; we must all be avant-garde; we must all be

self-innovative or not survive emotionally.
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It must be emphasized that since the Rena i s s ance art i s t s

have not deliberately set out to exp lore the terra incognita of

subjectivity. Instead, they erratically responded to the increase

in an x i e ty gene r a ted by the deve lopment of the modern ep i s-

teme that effe c t i vely began in the Rena i s s ance. An x i e ty

i nc reased with the attempt to fulfill in re a l i ty the fantasy of

om n i p o tent ma s te ry that is at the core of the modern ep i s teme .

T he modern artist has no special gift for int ro s p e c t i on, giving

him unique ability to plumb the psychic depths. He is not par-

ticularly curious about his subjective nature and determined to

und e r s t and it sys tema t i c a ll y, like an am bi t i o us new Le ona rd o.

(The old one was clearly caught up in the modern episteme of

mastery of objective nature.) Instead, the modern artist’s con-

sciousness of his subjectivity follows from his sensitivity to the

paradoxical loss of “object-ivity” that results from the peculiar

way the modern ep i s teme changes the world of objects. Thus

“emphasis on the subjective processes in the mind of the artist

seems to be universal in modern art,” but the point is that it is

t he re sult of the art i s t ’s mobi l i z a t i on of his su b j e c t i v i ty in

d e fense of himself against the estranging an x i e ty the mo d e r n

insistence on absolute mastery arouses in everyone.

B a l i nt ’s psyc ho d y namic ac c o unt of modern art implies tha t

the traditional art it opposed respected the object more than it

did. The trad i t i onal artist ac c ep ted the ob j e c t ’s autonomy and

s ep a r a teness, showing that he was more self-certain than the

modern artist. He was able to be ob j e c t i ve because he was inte-

g r a ted. He ad m i red the ob j e c t ’s whol eness because he himself

was whole. In contrast, the modern artist’s intense subjectivity

reflects his feeling of unc e rt a i nty, even inad e q u ac y, which he

projects into the object. If it is no more than a na rcissistic trop e ,

as Balint suggests, then its dissolution enacts his own. 

T hus in doubting and liquidating the object, the mo d e r n

a rtist shows his self-doubt and feeling of being liquidated by

t he world. He projects his own dissolut i on into the ob j e c t ,

d e fending himself against na rcissistic injury by injuring the

object. He destroys the world of things because he feels like a

8



thing destroyed by the world. He destroys re a l i ty because he

feels un re a l .2 2 Cl e a r l y, the trad i t i onal artist, who rarely lo s t

touch with ob j e c t i ve re a l i ty, even when he embedded it in re l i-

gious myth, was more able to master anxiety than the modern

artist. He understood that one could not have a strong sense of

self witho ut a strong re l a t i on ship to the object. Indeed, he

und e r s tood that the self is a re l a t i on ship with the object, and

t he more re c i procal the re l a t i on sh i p, the more aut hentic the

sense of self and object.23

If this is correct, then the avant-garde’s opposition to tra-

d i t i on is the key to it. It is time to reassess this op p o s i t i on ,

which has become a for mulaic cliché eve ry self-respecting art i s t

claims as his own in order to win his avant - ga rde spurs.2 4 This is

a ll the more ne c e s s a ry because in postmo d e r n i ty it has become

“ avant - ga rde” to be “trad i t i onal.” The re turn of the repre s s e d

t r ad i t i on has been in fact a regular occurrence in the history of

avant-garde art.25 Many avant-garde pioneers yearned for tradi-

tion.26 Should we dismiss such emotional backsliding simply as

s ent i ment a l i ty and no s t a l g i a, or does it express their feeling tha t

something irreplacable was irreversibly lost with the abandon-

ment of trad i t i on? Did they come to think of their triu mph ove r

t r ad i t i on as a pyrrhic victory? They suggest the truth of

Ad or no ’s assert i on that while the avant - ga rde “ne ga tes trad i-

t i on,” extending “the bourgeois pr i nciple of pro g ress to the fie l d

of art,” it also “su r render[s] itself to that which it op p o s e s . ”2 7

Its op p o s i t i ona l i ty and criticality thus lose cre d i bi l i ty. The y

s e em less conv i ncing than they once did. As Ad or no write s ,

“ avant - ga rde” degene r a tes into a “label . . . monop olized by

who e ver ha p p ened to consider himself most pro g re s s i ve,” con-

juring up “comical associations of aging youth.”28

2Even Ed o u a rd Manet, the first dandy of modern paint i n g ,

found tradition inescapable. He had a perverse, peculiarly

parasitic, even paranoid fascina t i on with it: irre s i s t i bly draw n

to it, but also threatened by it, he invariably violated it. He was

not so much opposed to trad i t i on as he was am bi va l ent about it.

9



His desperate struggle to be ind ep end ent of it ack nowledged its

p ower over him, all the more so because he ne ver quite su c-

ceeded in becoming independent of it. He looked at tradition

f rom the point of view of mo d e r n i ty and fo und it absu rd and

pre tent i o us, but he lo oked at mo d e r n i ty from the point of view

of trad i t i on and fo und it lacking and inhu mane. Thus his

reversible perspective: he could not live with or without tradi-

t i on. His self-cont r ad i c tory re l a t i on ship to trad i t i on – he

e voked it even as he defied it – is fund amental to his art .

Indeed, it is parad i g matic for avant - ga rde art, its dialecticall y

ne ga t i ve mode of ad vance, as it we re. It is the flaw in Mane t ’s

mo d e r n i ty, but it discloses the inner me aning the modern wor l d

had for him. It shows that he is not exactly the “revolutionary”

his contemporary Armand Silvestre thought him to be.

Manet, Silve s t re wro te in 1887, “asserted in painting, as

Baudelaire did in poetry, a sense of modernity which may have

been widely aspired to but which had not yet seen the light of

d ay. ”2 9 “ One must be of one ’s time, draw what one sees, and no t

wor ry about fash i on,” Manet himself state d .3 0 He was ridicul-

ing Di d e rot “for asking the painters of his day not to depict cer-

tain hats because they would go out of style.”31

But more than fash i on was at stake, for to be of one ’s time

was to aband on trad i t i on, and it was not yet clear that one

could have a credible art without tradition. However modern,

a rt still needed to be anc hored in trad i t i on to be legitima te .

Tradition had authority, which modern art needed for social if

not creative reasons. Nor was it clear that to oppose tradition

would automa t i c a lly con fer or i g i na l i ty. Was it a cre a t i ve bre a k-

t h ro u gh into mo d e r n i ty, or was it gratu i to usly destru c t i ve of

t r ad i t i on? Is it cre a t i ve to obl i te r a te or desecrate the ac h i e ve-

ments of the past, or is it nihilistic and emotionally regressive?

T hey may not speak to the pre s ent, but that does not ne c e s s a r i l y

me an they are ob s ol e te: one may not want to hear what the y

have to say to the present, so one may not allow them to speak

in the pre s ent. This is the case with Manet, as I hope to

show – t he re a s on why, despite all his efforts to cen s or and
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ob s c u re Rena i s s ance art, it remains the fo und a t i on of his art ,

for its ma s te ry also repre s ents a ma s te ry of life and love tha t

Manet was inc a p a ble of, and that seemed imp o s s i ble if not pre-

p o s te ro us in the modern world. Manet was all the more ant a g o-

nistic to traditional painting because it embodied his wish for

happiness, which he knew he could never fulfill under modern

conditions. 

From Mane t ’s attempt to erase Rena i s s ance paint i n g

t h ro u gh Ma rcel Du c hamp ’s attempt to erase Le ona rdo da Vinc i ’s

Mona Li s a to Rob e rt Raus c henb e r g ’s successful erasu re of a draw-

ing by Willem de Kooning – it took a century of modernity to

go all the way – this question has haunted avant-garde art. Are

t hese simply te r roristic acts of destru c t i on, or do they have a

c re a t i ve point? Is avant - ga rde op p o s i t i on to trad i t i onal art op p o-

s i t i on for its own ma l e vol ent sake, or is it a cre a t i ve ad vanc e

b e yond trad i t i onal art? Is it a critical act of re volut i ona ry

re a s s e s s ment, or is it a bl an ket dismissal of what it does no t

c omprehend? Did the avant - ga rde artists recognize that trad i-

tional art was irrelevant in the modern lifeworld, or was it the

scapegoat for their own feeling of being irrelevant in it? Was it

t he usual reb e ll i on of yo uth against age, or was it the beginning

of an aggressive new spirit in art, which had to erase the dead

l e tter of the old art? Modern art ’s scorc he d - e a rth policy towa rd

traditional art, epitomized by Manet’s painting, reduced it to a

ghost of itself, but the ghost cont i nued to haunt modern art and

proved to be the source of its inner life. 

Manet knew that drawings of contemp or a ry life would no t

be con s i d e red real art unless they we re made in a trad i t i ona l

s tyle. The timely needed the su p p ort of the tried and true to

g i ve it cre d i bi l i ty. At the same time he knew that what Silve s t re

called “a sense of modernity” could not be achieved simply by

d e s c r i bing contemp or a ry life. It involved und e r s t anding what it

meant to be modern. This was difficult to grasp and articulate.

The modern world looked different than the traditional world,

but was it diffe rent on the inside? Pe ople wore diffe rent ha t s

t han they once did, but had mo d e r n i ty re a lly made them dif-
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ferent? What did it mean to be modern on the inside, not just

modern on the outside? Was the re a diffe rence betwe en the tra-

d i t i onal att i tude towa rd life and the modern att i tude? Mane t

s t ruggled to und e r s t and and convey the diffe rence by comp a r i n g

t r ad i t i onal art and modern re a l i ty in his paintings. He su p e r i m-

posed the modern on the trad i t i onal, creating a kind of conte s t

b e twe en them. Modern re a l i ty seemed to win and dom i na te ,

but traditional art was hardly a submissive loser, for his refer-

ence to it gave his paintings a mys te r i o us “grav i ty” and dep t h .

Indeed, it supplied the skeletal su b s t ru c tu re for his mo d e r n

s c enes. Manet was clearly torn betwe en mo d e r n i ty and trad i-

tion: his modern paintings were a subliminal homage to tradi-

tional painting as well as a parody of it. However suspicious of

tradition, he was drawn to its human self-image, to use George

Frankl’s term.32 It may have been a necessary foil to the human

s e l f - i mage of mo d e r n i ty, but he also wanted to believe in the

ideal hu man beings trad i t i on dep i c ted, even if he could not. He

wanted to trust the vision of the great trad i t i onal ma s ters, how-

ever full of distrust he was.  

T hus Mane t ’s break with trad i t i on is not what it seems on

t he su r f ace. He satirized it, as tho u gh to exorcise it, but it con-

t i nued to possess him. His no tor i o us D é jeuner sur l’ h e r b e, 1863, may

be an “irre ve rent take - of f ” of Gi or g i one ’s F ê te C ha m p ê tre, c. 1510

( Manet re ga rded the painting as a Gi or g i one, which is why the

re fe rence to him will be re t a i ned in the following discus s i on ) ,

and the equally no tor i o us Oly m pia, also painted in 1863, may be a

“ p a rody” of Titian ’s Venus of Ur bin o, 1528.3 3 But, howe ver perve r s e l y,

Mane t ’s disrespectful reprises ack nowledge the immort a l i ty of

t hese ma s te rpieces. They remain models, howe ver the a t r i c a l i z e d .

Howe ver distorted, they have the instant re c o g n i z a bi l i ty of his-

torical tre a su res. To mo ck them is none t heless to remem b e r

t hem, centuries after they we re made. It is no me an feat to escape

obl i v i on. For all their op pre s s i ve fam i l i a r i ty, we are not yet ind i f-

fe rent to them. Manet envied their classical status. Howe ver iron-

i c a lly he tre a ted them – and their re s p e c t a bi l i ty – he knew tha t

his art could not tran s c end them. It could only render them
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me aningless. But does it do that? How can it be called an ad vanc e

on them when it dep ends on them? How can it be said to rend e r

t hem inc on s e q u ential when it uses them as its basis? Indeed, we

must ask whe t her Mane t ’s modern beauty, to re c a ll Bau d e l a i re ’s

term, ne ga tes the trad i t i onal beauty of Gi or g i one and Titian, or

p e rversely reaffirms it.

Manet is am bi va l ent about art history: his paintings are “rich

with art - h i s torical re fe renc e s , ”3 4 but also a “counte re s t a bl i sh ment

man i fe s t a t i on,” “at war with [the] aut hor i ty” of the art - h i s tor i c a l

e s t a bl i sh ment .3 5 T he re is more to this am bi va l ence than meets the

e ye: it is emo t i onal as we ll as inte ll e c tual, personal as we ll as cul-

tural. It is no ac c i d ent that Gi or g i one and Titian are Mane t ’s tar-

gets: their paintings had to have raised sexual issues for him. The y

romanticize love as an ideal, tender re l a t i on sh i p, while he aggre s-

s i vely unc overs its physical re a l i ty, its raw sexual core. He seem s

to despise love, rep l acing it with lust. 

T he diffe rence betwe en the trad i t i onal Vene t i an ma s te r s

and the modern Pa r i s i an ma s ter is not simply te c h n i c a l – t he

difference between soft-focus, painterly painting and painting

with sha rply fo c used pho to - realist fe a tu re s – but a profo und dif-

fe rence in feeling and att i tude. Mane t ’s am bi va l ence about Gi or-

g i one and Titian reflects his am bi va l ence about ero t i c

exp e r i ence. It also clearly reflects his am bi va l ence about

woman, who figures so prominently – nakedly – in the paint-

ings of Gi or g i one and Titian as we ll as his own, howe ver diffe r-

ent the na ke d ness. “Cu r i o usly eno u gh,” wro te Mane t ’s

c ontemp or a ry Pierre Prins, “the pre s ence of a woman, any

woman, would set [Manet] right aga i n ”3 6 a fter he had gone “into

hiding, like a sick cat, in his own words,” which he often did

during the ill ness of his last ye a r s .3 7 But the cold stare of

Ol y mpia and of the seated na ked woman in D é jeuner sur l’ h e r b e

( she is modern, while the woman bending in the back g ro und is

traditional) – a Medusa stare that turns one into a thing – sets

nothing right. Unless, for Manet, the denial of his su b j e c t i v i ty

felt right, for it coincided with his sense of modernity, that is,

his feeling of impotence and helplessness in the modern. 


